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Black History Month Speech
DePaul University O'Hare and Rolling Meadows Campus
Given by Prexy Nesbitt, February 28, 2005
"THE POWER OF EDUCATION AND
RECONCILIATION: IMPLICATIONS OF THE
SOUTH AFRICAN EXPERIENCE FOR AFRICAN
AMERICAN STUDENTS"

[Greet and thank Kurtis Todd and Marisa Alicea, School for
New Learning, DePaul University]
Historically, education in South Africa was constructed
to assert and serve white supremacy, white domination or
"baaskaap." Education, from the founding/funding??? of the
apartheid system in 1948 throughout the 50's and 60's, was
viewed as a crucial mechanism for the reproduction of key
components of the apartheid system, most specifically," the
reproduction of the rigidly segregated occupational structure
in which blacks were virtually excluded from all jobs except
that of unskilled laborer. Additionally, the South African
education schema was a primary conveyor belt for instilling

and maintaining basic ideologies of white supremacy. By
1953, the point at which Hendrik Verwoerd makes his
famous "green pastures" comment, a separate system of
Bantu education is set up to not only provide separate,
segregated schools for the natives but also to secure the
survival of white supremacy Verwoerd's intent is clear in his
now-famous speech when he says, "Until now he [the
African] has been subjected to a school system which drew
him away from his own community and misled him by
showing him the green pastures of European society in which
he was not allowed to graze. This attitude is not only
uneconomic, because money is spent for an education which
has no specific aim, but it is also dishonest to continue it."
The historic events of the 1990 to 1994 period,
beginning with the release of the ANC leadership and
culminating in South Africa's first democratic elections in
1994, highlighted the process of ending apartheid education.
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But the real beginnings of the struggle to transfer South
Africa's educational system are rooted I the June 1976
',

uprisings, popularly known as the Soweto Uprising. (Prexy,
following verbiage in margin: Initiated and led by students
and James Foreman's death recently reminds us of the
obvious parallel to SNCC, SCLC and the Northern Student
Movement.) It is critical that we understand that the origins
of the impulse towards changing the South African
educational struggle that was part of a revolutionary effort to
overthrow a system are in mass popular struggle for this fact
alone makes South Africa very different from the historical
origins of change initiatives in the US situation. (explain the
3 pillars of struggle in South Africa).
What this meant in the South African context was that
because for years schools and schooling were the target of
political offensives by the mass organizations, ending the
boycott, curtailing negative attitudes towards the post-
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apartheid schools and "education" in general was a major
'

challenge. The work to channel the energy of "comrades" in
,
the struggle to end apartheid into "comrades for engaging
'

with classrooms, textbooks and school assignments has not
been managed (note in margin: change the old "liberation
now, education later")
In Langston Hughes' poem Harlem, he writes:
"What happened to a dream deferred?"
Does it dry up?
like a raisin in the sun?
Or fester like a soreAnd then run?
Does it stink like rotten meat?
Or crust and sugar overlike a syrupy sweet?
Maybe it just sags
like a heavy load.
Or does it explode?"
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SOUTH AFRICA TODAY, SOUTH AFRICA 11
YEARS INTO THE RAINBOW CONSTRUCT, HAS 12
',

million learners [students] 366,000 teachers at 28,000 schools
(including 1000 registered private schools) 2% of the
12,000,000. From the secondary level one can get a standard
school learning senior/service? Certificate (for further
technikon or technical college training) but for university one
must pass and excel at the matrics.
South Africa's higher education sector consists of 21
public universities, 15 technikons, various colleges and an
extensive correspondence college system. A government
web site notes that while 65% of whites over 20 and 40 % of
Indians have a high school education and only 14% of blacks
and 17% of coloreds have the same.
The backlog of illiteracy due to apartheid is immense.
Thirty percent (30%) of adults today over 15 years are
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illiterate. And in rural South Africa (where the bulk of the
population resides), the illiteracy rate is in the 85% range.
;,

A Report entitled "Emerging Voices" issued earlier this
month by the Nelson Mandela Foundation about education in
South Africa. Rural communities has a very telling comment
in one of its conclusion sections. It is: "For many, education
cannot compensate for deeper economic and social
inequalities - it is not a ladder out of poverty, it simply
confirms one's status in life." (note in margin: unlike the
role education has played for some people of color in this
country.)
UNEMPLOYMENT, POVERTY AND INEQUALITY
are the major motors of a new situation that has replaced
racial apartheid in South Africa. This new situation is
referred to by most commentators as CLASS APARTHEID.
The class apartheid manifests itself acutely in the area
of providing (or stated more accurately, not providing),
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quality schooling equitably to all members of South Africa's
'

rainbow nation. (It is "completely an analogous situation" to
the inequities in public education all over the USA, e.g.,
findings about the discrepancies in income-based, tax-based
educational appropriations to different parts of the state of
Illinois. A further parallel are the difficulties of surviving
that the historically Black, colored or Indian institutions of
higher education in South Africa have had to contend with,
just like the Black, Native American and Latino colleges in
this country. (note in margin: parallel story of Wilberforce
and Fort

)

Paraphrasing a brilliant and insightful 2002 major study
called (ironically enough) Our Dream Deferred: The Poor in
South Africa, by Zegeye & Maxted:
"The privileged former white schools
in South Africa are becoming enclaves of an
emerging multiracial middle class, while
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schools in the poorest areas in the country,
which are mainly black, are neglected. The
,·

major electronic and print media, largely
reflecting the hegemonic ideology of the
white-owned press, have focused throughout
the debates on the position and fate of
privileged formerly white schools and virtually
ignored the plight of the other 87% of schools
in the country.
This had the effect of putting
enormous pressure on policydevelopers to take
into account the special concerns of this
privileged school sector and to marginalize the
concerns of other sectors. It also allowed the
emerging black middle class, including
legislators and officials, silently to permit their
own class interests to be served without
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confronting (or clashing with) their own
largely poor, constituencies.
;,

However, it is obvious that the solution
to South Africa's schooling problems cannot
be sought only or even mainly at these
privileged schools at these privileged schools.
The vast majority of schools in South Africa
over 80% cater exclusively for black South
African learners. Unless the poor resource
base and generally low quality of education at
these schools are improved, the new school
system will really benefit only a small
minority of the population."
(margin notes: inequality, unemployment HIV/AIDS)
While there are some demonstrable achievements to
which the ANC government - now lead by Thabo Mbela -
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can and does point, given, growing class apartheid and the
,.I

HIV/AIDS pandemic, South Africa today faces major crises.
Until very recently job losses have been wide spread
throughout the South African economy. As in the USA,
average black African household income fell 19% from 1995
to 2000 (to $3,714/year) while white household income rose
I

15% (to $22,600/year). Currently, unemployment ranges
between 30% and 40% nationwide and as in the USA rates in
black areas far exceed that estimate. South Africa remains
one of the most unequal societies in the world - after only
Brazil, Guatemala and the USA.
But it is the HIV/AIDS pandemic that constitutes, in my
opinion, the gravest crisis South Africa fac~s. An estimated
1,370 (as of 2002) people die of HIV/AIDS in South Africa
every day. Life expectancy in South Africa has fallen from
62 years in the 90's to 48 years in 2000-2005, especially
women.
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In South Africa more young people are dying than older
I

'

people. South Africa has the larges number of people living
,
with HIV/AIDS in the world, 4.5 million people or 11.4% of
'

the population. In 2001 alone South Africa had 360,000
deaths leaving 660,000 orphans I just that year. As of today
there are plus or minus 1 million children under the age of 15
who have lost their mothers to AIDS. Scientific projections
done by the UN Children's Fund indicate that (hold your
seats for this figure) "by 2010, there will be about 20 million
children in sub-Saharan Africa who have lost at least one
parent to AIDS, bringing the total number of orphans in the
region to 42 million."
What does all this mean besides an unprecedented crisis
of an utterly GENOCIDAL character? It means a new
"struggle" that has developed in South Africa (and for Africa
generally). It is a struggle not likable to the civil rights
movement or dealing with integrating a suburban school.

11

Rather, it is unlike any previous engagement for how do you
,,

plan early childhood centers, schools and universities when
one's teachers, 1 parents, and students are dead or dying.
A friend and colleague of mine, John Saul, wrote a
controversial little booklet in 2001 playing off of Alan
Paton's (or is it now Oprah Winfrey's?) famous title, Qy The
Beloved Country. John's piece is called Qy for the Beloved
Country.
In South Africa today there are new vistas for
envisioning, unprecedented challenges and terrains of
struggle that have never been traversed before. It is more and
more clear that an imported model of "outcomes-based" or
performance-based education is not appropriate or adequate
to South African challenges, problems and crises.
On March 7, 1965, at the conclusion of the Selma to
Montgomery March, Dr. Martin Luther Kind said [no orated]
1

One of the most heavily "impacted" occupational sectors by the epidemic.
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"We are on the move ....Let us continue our triumphant
march to the realization of the American dream ... Let us
',
march on segregated schools until every vestige of
segregated and inferior education becomes a thing of the
past, and Negroes and whites study side by side in the
socially healing context of the classroom."
South Africa has made tremendous strides. It rid itself
of legalized racism and oppression. It continues walking
though many grow impatient with the stride. Education is
one critical arena of contestation for creating a truly
democratic, equitable society. Within the traditions of
"national unity, non-racialism, democracy and organizational
accountability that were the ideals of the Luthulis?, Tambos,
Slovaos, Sisusulus, Quabis, Septembers and LaG_ _ and
thousands of others known and unknown who gave their lives
for the ideals. It is only through practice, only by 'walking
the walk' in various footpaths like challenging guidelines and
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blueprints drawn up by World Bank bureaucrats writing to
C

the tunes of Washington consensus neo liberal, market-driven
',

stipulations that a society will be built wherein, as the
Freedom Charter demanded June 26, 1955, "the Doors of
Learning and of culture shall be opened".*
Thank you.
*See Appendix for full text p. 14.
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APPENDIX

EXTRACT FROM THE FREEDOM CHARTER
ADOPTED AT THE CONGRESS OF THE PEOPLE
June 26, 1955

THE DOORS OF LEARNING AND OF CULTURE SHALL
BE OPENED!
The government shall discover, develop and encourage
national talent for the enhancement of our cultural life;
All the cultural treasures of mankind shall be open to
all, by free exchange of books, ideas and contact with other
lands;
The aim of education shall be to teach the youth to love
their people and their culture, to honour human brotherhood,
liberty and peace;
Education shall be free, compulsory, universal and
equal for all children;
Higher education and technical training shall be opened
to all by means of state allowances and scholarships awarded
on the basis of merit;
Adult illiteracy shall be ended by a mass state education
plan;
Teachers shall have all the rights of other citizens;
The colour bar in cultural life, in sport and in education
shall be abolished.
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